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Abstract  

Provenance is fundamentally about the point of origin of foods. It is unsurprising, then, that studies of 

food provenance typically focus on circumstances of production and on the routes that foods follow 

to get to situations of exchange and, to a lesser extent, final consumption. However, this dominant 

framing leads to an asymmetry of attention between production and consumption. By neglecting the 

situatedness of food purchase and use, much of what makes provenance meaningful and productive 

for consumers is missed. In response, we draw upon qualitative and ethnographic data to explore why 

and how it sometimes matters where food comes from. What emerges is an expanded and 

problematized practical understanding of provenance, where concerns for the point of origin of foods 

is generally inseparable from, and subsumed within, a broader range of ethical concerns about where 

food comes from.  
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Introduction  

TŚĞǇ ŵĂŬĞ ƚŽŽ ŵƵĐŚ ŽĨ ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ůŝŬĞ Ă ĨĞƚŝƐŚ͘ YŽƵ ƐĞĞ Ă ƌĞĐŝƉĞ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ƐĂǇƐ 
͞ƵƐĞ IƚĂůŝĂŶ ŽůŝǀĞ Žŝů͟ Žƌ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͙ Iƚ͛Ɛ Ă ůŽĂĚ ŽĨ ĐƌĂƉ ͙ BƵƚ ǇŽƵ ƐŚŽƵůĚ 
ĞĂƚ ĨƌĞƐŚ ĨŽŽĚ ĂƐ ĐůŽƐĞ ĂƐ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ƚŽ ǁŚĞƌĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŐƌŽǁŶ͕ ĨŽƌ ĨƌĞƐŚŶĞƐƐ͘  

(Ted Anderson, 65)  

This quote, from one of our research participants, captures something of the currency of provenance 

as a concern in relation to food. This currency is reflected not only in popular food media, but also in 

a burgeoning academic literature which has arisen primarily within the agro-food tradition where, for 

example, questions relating to provenance have been largely concerned with the circumstances of 

production and the routesͶand distanceͶfoods travel to get to retail, their historical-geographical 

͞ĐĂƌĞĞƌƐ͟ ;BĂƌŶĞƚƚ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ϮϬϬϱ͗ ϮϱͿ͘ “ĐŚŽůĂƌůǇ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ŚĂƐ ĨŽĐƵƐĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŚŽƌƚĞŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ĨŽŽĚ ĐŚĂŝŶƐ 
;‘ĞŶƚŝŶŐ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ϮϬϬϯ͖ IďĞƌǇ ĂŶĚ MĂǇĞ ϮϬϬϱͿ͕ ƚŚĞ ͞ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ƚƵƌŶ͟ ;GŽŽĚŵĂŶ ϮϬϬϯ͖ CŚƌǌĂŶ ϮϬϬϰ͖ GĂǇƚĂŶ 
ϮϬϬϰͿ ĂŶĚ ͞ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ͟ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͕ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĞƚ ĂŶĚ ĨĂƌŵĞƌƐ͛ ŵĂƌŬĞƚƐ͕ ĂƐ ƐŝƚĞƐ ŽĨ ĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞ ;LĂ 
Trobe 2001; Holloway 2002; Kirwan 2004; Selfa and Qazi 2005). 

Given that provenance is framed in terms of the point of origin of foods, this process of following foods 

from production is perhaps not surprising. However, it leads to an asymmetry in the view of the overall 

relations of production and consumption. Within this range of research, consumers are typically only 

engaged insofar as their consumption of products is implicated within specified alternative supply 

chains, products and sites of exchange. Rather than focusing on these, or on particular modes of 

production, the research reported here starts from a different place: the everyday performances 

involved in feeding the family. Drawing upon data collected via focus groups, and a household study 

combining food-based life history interviews and ethnographic methods, this paper responds to other 

scholars (Roe 2006; Eden et al. 2008; Blake et al. 2010) who have called for explorations of the issue 

of provenance from the ground up. The data we present reveal that where provenance appears as a 

concern, it is embedded within the wider ethics of food production and consumption. These ethics 

are often conflicting and in tension, rather than simply complementary or mutually reinforcing. Our 

data make visible the ways in which consumers can feel pulled in different directions, and how the 

various discourses which are expressed through provenance must be negotiated into the exigencies 

of everyday food provisioning, which itself must fit into everyday lives. In analysis and discussion of 

these data, it is consequently rarely possible to consider provenance as it is conventionally understood 

ŝŶ ĨŽŽĚ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ŝŶ ĂŶǇ ͞ƉƵƌĞ͟ ƐĞŶƐĞ͘ ‘ĂƚŚĞƌ͕ ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ ĞǆŝƐƚƐ ĂƐ ĂŶ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŵŽƌĞ complex and less 

clearly bounded than academic debates allow for, leaking into other ethical concerns about where 

food comes from. Our discussion therefore inevitably traverses across a range of issues of ethics, both 

continuousͶand in tensionͶwith core concepts of food provenance. By examining provenance from 

the standpoint of domestic consumption, what becomes visible is a shift in emphasis away from the 

ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ͞ ĞƚŚŝĐĂů ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ͕͟ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ŽďũĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ ;BĂƌŶĞƚƚ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ϮϬ05), 

ƚŽǁĂƌĚ ĂŶ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ͞ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌ ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͗͟ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ƐŚŽƉƉŝŶŐ͕ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ 
tensions, conflicts and ambivalences between different ethical concerns are embedded in the routines 

and rhythms of everyday life. Indeed, this approach enables us to understand more fully how the 

landscape of consumption (Everts and Jackson 2009) is situated within the broader landscape of daily 

interactions, obligations, responsibilities, opportunities and constraints wherein provenance becomes 

a resource to deployͶeither through enacting or resisting itͶin performing the everyday tasks 

associated with feeding the family.   
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Locating Provenance in Food Ethics and Discourses  

While relatively little research has explored questions of provenance in terms of their empirical 

grounding in the everyday landscape of domestic food provisioning, critical research on other food 

movements and discourses has already illuminated some of the tensions, conflicts and ambivalences 

with which concerned consumers find themselves presented in performing care involving food and 

feeding. These existing literatures provide a framework for approaching the embeddedness of 

consumer engagement with and appropriation of ideas and practices of food provenance. For 

example, closely related tŽ ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ƚŚĞŵĞ ŽĨ ͞ůŽĐĂůŝƚǇ͟ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĨŽŽĚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ 
a useful means of approaching these debates. In so far as locality is a matter of the origin of products, 

it is a concern continuous with provenance. Importantly for our discussion, it has been noted that 

ůŽĐĂůŝƚǇ ŚĂƐ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĚĞƉĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͘ϭ FĞĂŐĂŶ͕ ǁŚŽ ƐƉĞĂŬƐ ŽĨ ͞ƚŚĞ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞĚ 
ŐĞŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂů͟ ;FĞĂŐĂŶ ϮϬϬϳ͗ ϯϲͿ͕ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞƐ ŚŽǁ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƐ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ŵĂĚĞ ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ 
and provenance based upon terroir and labels of origin. He also highlights, as does Winter (2003), that 

concerns about provenance may be embedded in issues of defensive localism. Reporting data from 

the UK, Winter suggests that consumers may be more motivated by a defensive politics of localism 

than they are by quality based on organic and ecological production (Winter 2003: 23).  

Provenance is also implicated in the wider ethical imperatives involving food which consumers may 

routinely negotiate. Indeed, Morgan (2010) highlights the multiple, and sometimes competing, 

͞ǀĂůƵĞƐ͟ ŽŶ ŽĨĨĞƌ ǁŚĞƌĞŝŶ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽĨ ŽƌŝŐŝŶ ĂŶĚ ƌŽƵƚĞƐ ƚŽ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ĂƌĞ Ăƚ ƐƚĂŬĞ͘ FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚ 
consumers may find themselves presented with arguments about food miles and carbon footprints, 

on the one hand, and the challenges faced by distant farmers and the importance of fair trade, on the 

other. Do they choose climate change or social justice? Furthermore, if it is not enough that consumers 

are presented with concerns over whether to support distant, local or future others, there is the 

additional dilemma regarding non-human actors. Miele and Evans (2010), reporting data collected 

from Italian consumers, suggest that food labels denoting the welfare-friendly provenance of meat 

and meat products have become a new tool in ƉƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐ ͞ĞƚŚŝĐĂůůǇ ĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶƚ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͘͟ CůĞĂƌůǇ͕ 
ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ ŝƐ ŵĂŶƵĨĂĐƚƵƌĞĚ ĂůŽŶŐ ĐŽŵŵŽĚŝƚǇ ĐŚĂŝŶƐ͖ ĂƐ JĂĐŬƐŽŶ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞ͕ ĨŽŽĚ ŝƐ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ͞ ƐŽůĚ 
ǁŝƚŚ Ă ƐƚŽƌǇ͟ ;JĂĐŬƐŽŶ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ϮϬϬϵ͗ ϭϰͿ͕ ƌĞƐƵůƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ĂŶ ĞƚŚŝĐĂů ŵŝŶĞĨŝĞůĚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ ǁŚŽ Ăƌe 

concerned with issues of provenance, in one guise or another. However, as Weatherell et al. note in 

ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ůŽĐĂů ĨŽŽĚƐ͕ ͞ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ͟ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƉƵƌĐŚĂƐŝŶŐ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ ĂƐ ĚĞŵĂŶĚ ŝƐ 
traded off against ŵŽƌĞ ƉƌŽƐĂŝĐ ͞ĞǆƉĞĚŝĞŶĐǇ͟ ĨĂctors (Weatherell et al. 2003: 234), including resource 

and time constraints and the need to accommodate the tastes and preferences of various others. As 

BĂƌŶĞƚƚ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ͕ ͞ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƵŵŝŶŐ ĞƚŚŝĐĂůůǇ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŶŽƚ ďĞ ƐŽ ƐƚƌĂŝŐŚƚĨŽƌǁĂƌĚ ĂƐ ŝƐ 
somĞƚŝŵĞƐ ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ͟ ;BĂƌŶĞƚƚ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ϮϬϬϱ͗ ϮϴͿ͘  

The work of Miller (1998), Everts and Jackson (2009) and Blake et al. (2010) give grounds from which 

to argue that a more nuanced understanding can be furnished if we connect provenance debates to 

ethnographic approaches to provisioning in which consumption practices are not isolated from the 

broader social and economic contexts in which they are undertaken, contexts which can both enable 

and constrain. Miller argues that shoppingͶwhether for food or for clothesͶis an enactment of love 

and care, compatible with feelings of obligation and responsibility, when performed on behalf of, or 

with others in mind, and can involve elements of sacrifice, as well as demonstrations of thrift. 

Meanwhile, Everts and Jackson (2009) point toward the spatial situatedness of shopping practices, 

through which consumers may experience personalized, face-to-face transactions as a marker of 

͞ƚƌƵƐƚ͟ ĂŶĚ ĂƐ ŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ͞ƐŽĐŝĂůŝƚǇ͟ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŶŽƚ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ŝŶ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞs of 

exchange, such as supermarkets, characterized with high staff turnover. Identifying concerns of 

provenance with where food is bought rather than its origins in production is, of course, problematic 
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ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽĨ ǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ ƵƐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͞ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ͟ ŝŶ ĨŽŽĚ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ĨŽƌ ŽƵƌ 
respondents, questions of origin were often pursued only so far as the location of retail.  

It is against the background provided by this literature that we interrogate the meanings and value of 

ideas of provenance through data generated by qualitative and ethnographic engagement with 

domestic provisioning practices. This necessitates an expansion and destabilization of conventional 

ideas of provenance. A fundamental finding is that provenance rarely figures in our responĚĞŶƚƐ͛ 
practices as a simple matter of the point of origin of a product. Rather, in the discourses and practices 

of our respondents, provenance as concern for the origin of food is inseparable from a less defined 

concern for where food comes from.1 It can stand for the retailer from whom something is bought, 

for where it has been packaged and processed and distributed, as well as for where it was grown. 

Indeed, as our data will reveal, consumer imaginaries concerning provenance do not always extend 

͞ƵƉƐƚƌĞĂŵ͟ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ƐĂǇƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĂĐŬĂŐŝŶŐ͕ Žƌ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽĨ ƉƵƌĐŚĂƐĞ͘ IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ŽƵƌ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ 
here is not to explore the analytical definition of provenance but, rather, to try to understand how 

aspects of provenance are deployed in the performance (here understood as the social act of doing) 

of the wider ethics implicated in household provisioning. Taking an expanded view of what 

͞ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ͟ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŵĞĂŶ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ůĞǀĞů ŽĨ ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ĞŶĂďůĞƐ ƵƐ ƚŽ ƐĞĞ ŚŽǁ ĂŶĚ ǁŚǇ 
concerns about provenance are both enacted and resisted, illuminating the work that it does in the 

everyday performances of feeding the family, an activity which is profoundly situated in the 

opportunities and exigencies of everyday life.  

 

Methods  

This paper draws on findings from a research project which focuses on patterns of continuity and 

ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŝŶ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ŬŝƚĐŚĞŶ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ůĂƐƚ ŚƵŶĚƌĞĚ ǇĞĂƌƐ͕ ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ĨŽŽĚ 
provisioning practices in context as household members interact with food and other objects at the 

points of purchase, storage, preparation, consumption and disposal. We draw upon findings from a 

series of focus groups with people segmented by age and household type,2 as well as a household 

studyͶour principal empirical focusͶwhich aims to make visible the meanings and memories of 

individual cooks, as well their actual practices as they interact with food, and other objects, in the 

shop and in their own kitchens. Food-focused life history interviews have been combined with 

ethnographic work, in the form of ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶŝŶŐ ͞ŐŽ-ĂůŽŶŐƐ͟ ;KƵƐĞŶďĂĐŚ ϮϬϬϯͿ͕ ŐƵŝĚĞĚ ŬŝƚĐŚĞŶ ƚŽƵƌƐ 
and meal preparation. These were undertaken with at least two generations across eight families 

based largely in the South Yorkshire area of the United Kingdom. Seven out of the eight households 

represented white families, and one of these participants was Irish, rather than British. The eighth 

family was Pakistani, the younger generation being British-born. All but the Irish and Pakistani families 

reflect a highly motivated middle-class constituency, although social mobility within these families, 

particularly among the older generations, is significant. Twenty-three participants from eight families 

were interviewed and ethnographic work completed with fifteen of the seventeen households. These 

represent an all-male house-share, a childless couple, families with young children, a family with 

teenagers, retired couples, multi-generational and lone households. Recruitment was facilitated via 

snowballing through inter-personal networks, but also through focus groups with existing community 

groups and leafleting in community centers. Informed consent was secured at every stage of the 

research process. Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim, each participant being 

assigned a pseudonym. A coding framework was developed via an interactive engagement between 

the research questions and the data.  
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TŚĞ ĞƚŚŶŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐ ǁŽƌŬ͕ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƚŚĞ ͞ŐŽ-ĂůŽŶŐ͟ ŽĨĨĞƌ ƚŚĞ ĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ ŽĨ ĐĂƉƚƵƌŝŶŐ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ 
͞ƐƚƌĞĂŵ ŽĨ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞs as they move through, and interact with, their physical and social 

ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͟ ;KƵƐĞŶďĂĐŚ ϮϬϬϯ͗ ϰϲϯͿ͘ PĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ďŽƚŚ ĨŝůŵĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƉŚŽƚŽŐƌĂƉŚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ 
kitchens.3 Rapport was established between participants and the first author during the interviews, 

enabling her to return on one or more occasions to film meal preparation and undertake a tour of the 

ŬŝƚĐŚĞŶ͕ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉŚŽƚŽŐƌĂƉŚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƚĂŬĞŶ ŽĨ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͕ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ŝŶƐŝĚĞ ĐƵƉďŽĂƌĚƐ͕ 
cookers and fridges. Few expressed concerns abouƚ ďĞŝŶŐ ͞ũƵĚŐĞĚ͟ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ ŽĨ ƐŬŝůů͕ ĐůĞĂŶůŝŶĞƐƐ 
or the content of their fridges. Filming participants shopping was undertaken in a few instances but 

digital recording proved a discreet way of capturing the discussions which took place during 

supermarket visits. These events, as with the kitchen observations, formed the basis of extensive field-

notes, the recordings facilitating verbatim reporting where this was deemed to be of analytical 

importance. These are reported extensively throughout this paper.  

 

How Provenance Matters  

Taking provenance from the ground up, it can be difficult to spot. Provenance in its conventional 

meaning as the point of origin of a food rarely emerges clearly as an overall concern. Where it does, 

it tends to be in relation to very specific products (meat, for instance), or for particular recipients (for 

example, children), and/or in circumstances which play a role in specific performances of provisioning 

(for example parenting, or when entertaining guests). In how participants talk about and around their 

provisioning practices, issues of provenanceͶas conventionally understood by producers or 

academicsͶare incorporated into much messier geographies of provisioning. Questions about where 

food comes from are often premised more in concerns about certifications of production methods, of 

particular brands or shops, as well asͶand generally more thanͶpoints of origin. Perhaps not 

surprisingly, in the way that participants talk, issues of provenanceͶwhere visibleͶare generally 

present as part of accounts of the negotiation of diverse largely ethical considerations under which 

they tended to be subsumed. Between them, participants expressed the full range of concerns and a 

ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƉƵďůŝĐ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ƌĞŵŝŶĚŝŶŐ ƵƐ ƚŽ ĚŽ ƚŚĞ ͞ƌŝŐŚƚ͟ ƚŚŝŶŐ ďǇ Ă ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ͞ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͘͟ TŚĞƐĞ 
include: future generations (expressed through concerns about food miles, carbon footprints, 

sustainability); distant farmers (discussed in relation to fair trade); local and/or British farmers 

(discussed in terms of suƉƉŽƌƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂů ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ ĂŶĚ ͞ƚƌƵƐƚ͟Ϳ͖ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ŶŽŶ-humans (animal 

welfare, the environment). These issues also had to be weighed up alongside concerns for immediate 

loved ones and oneself, either through acknowledgments of health, nutrition and risks, as well as 

performances of care, demonstrated via quality, value and taste. For Somali women refugees 

contributing to one focus group, this also meant having had to go out of their way to source halal 

meat, and scrutinizing product labels for ingredients which may be haraam (forbidden). Importantly, 

however, these issues were rarely reported in any pure sense but, in both the focus groups and 

household study, concerns about where food comes from were generally implicit in wider discussions 

about the complexities of domestic provisioning and its situatedness in everyday life. Indeed, 

ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ ƉůĂǇƐ ŽƵƚ ŝŶ ŵŽƌĞ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ǁĂǇƐ͗ ĂƐ Ă ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞ͕ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ĂŶ ŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ŝŶ ͞ĚŽŝŶŐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͟ 
and in performing care for self, for loved ones and for guests. Consequently, it can feature differently 

in our practices depending on who we are provisioning for, when, why and where.  

 

PƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ͕ CŽŶƐƵŵĞƌ EƚŚŝĐƐ ĂŶĚ ͞CŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶƚƐ͟  
With a predominantly middle class range of respondents, it is perhaps unsurprising that our 

ethnographic observations uncovered enactments of provenance that could be recognized 
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unproblematically. For example, the first author was present when a family friend arrived at Ted and 

LĂƵƌĂ AŶĚĞƌƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ŚŽŵĞ ƚŽ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌ Ă ĐŽŶƐƉŝĐƵŽƵƐůǇ ĞǆƉĞŶƐŝǀĞ ũŽŝŶƚ ŽĨ ŽŶ-the-bone turkey breast meat 

from a local specialist butcher. It had been paid for by their daughter-in-ůĂǁ͛Ɛ ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ĂƐ ŚŝƐ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ 
to the Christmas lunch, which was being cooked by Ted and his son, Jonathan. This moment crystallizes 

much of the work that concern for provenance (here mediated by a butcher who stood for the family 

as a guarantor of good local origins) can do in performing relations of careͶthe gift of the turkey 

crown representing both a performance of family relations and a recognition of the significance of the 

specific event.  

However, in the general run of mundane provisioning that was the core of ethnographic observation, 

such clear moments of concern for provenance in any pure sense were rare, despite many participants 

being well disposed to being concerned about where their food came from in the course of 

conversation. In conventional approaches to provenance, and to other food ethics imperatives in 

public and popular discourse, their limited reach in affecting behavior is often accounted for by the 

ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͞ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ͟ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ ĞŶĂĐƚŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ͘ PĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŶŽƚ ƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐůǇ͕ ĐŽƐƚ ĂŶĚ 
convenience are the most commonly cited barriers to ethical consumption, including concern for 

provenance. However, when we start to explorĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŽ 
ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ƌĞǀĞĂůŝŶŐ͕ ŶŽƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŝŵŝƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŽĨ ͞ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ͟ ƚŽ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ 
usefully for empirical reality characterized by distinctly nonlinear processes (Bulkeley et al. 2005). 

Indeed, in highlighting the range of conflicts and ambivalences which emerge from consideration of 

various issues, exploring themes of convenience and cost begins to make visible the complexity of 

consumer ethics in practice and facilitates an understanding of how individuals see the limits of the 

possible effects that their actions might have in the market, contesting the extent to which they have 

responsibility.  

 

Cost  

Participants of different ages, social class backgrounds and household types acknowledged 

ĂĨĨŽƌĚĂďŝůŝƚǇ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ďĂƌƌŝĞƌ ƚŽ ďĞŝŶŐ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ďƵǇ ŐŽŽĚƐ ĚĞĞŵĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ͞ĚĞƐŝƌĂďůĞ͟ 
according to public discourses of ethical consumption, whichͶfor many of our participantsͶexisted 

ůĂƌŐĞůǇ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ůĞǀĞů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚ͘ ͞Iƚ ĐŽŵĞƐ ĚŽǁŶ ƚŽ ĐŽƐƚ ͙ ǇŽƵƌ ĐŽŶƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ ŝƐ ǁĞŝŐŚĞĚ ƵƉ ŽĨ͕ ůŝŬĞ͕ ͞I 
ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ĂĨĨŽƌĚ ƚŚĂƚ͕͟ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ĂŶ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ ĞǆƉĞĐƚĂŶƚ ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ŵŝĚƚŚŝƌƚŝĞƐ͘ AŵŽŶŐ ŽƚŚĞƌ 
ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ĂŶ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ŵŽƌĂůŝƚǇ ŝƐ Ă ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌŝĐŚ͕ ƚŽ Ă ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ 
ĞǆƚĞŶƚ͕͟ ƌĞƋƵŝƌŝŶŐ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ ƚŽ ͞ƚƌǇ ĂŶĚ ĨŝŶĚ ĐŽŵƉƌŽŵŝƐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ŚĂƉƉǇ ǁŝƚŚ͘͟  

However, as noted by Miller (1998), there are many ways in which ethics and care can be performed, 

ďĞǇŽŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ ĐŽƵŶƚƐ ĂƐ ͞ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͟ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝĐ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ŽĨ ĞƚŚŝĐĂů ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ͘ FŽƌ MŝůůĞƌ͕ ƚŚrift 

ĞŵĞƌŐĞƐ ĂƐ Ă ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐ ĐĂƌĞ͕ Žƌ ͞ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ůŽǀĞ ŝŶ ƐƵƉĞƌŵĂƌŬĞƚƐ͘͟ IŶ ŽƵƌ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͕ ƚŚŽƐĞ 
who expressed a preference for meat reared using more welfare-oriented methods of animal 

ŚƵƐďĂŶĚƌǇ ĂĚŵŝƚƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ǁĂƐ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ͞ƐŚŽƉ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ͟ ĨŽƌ͘ TŚŝƐ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞ 
ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ĨŽƌ ͞ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂůƐ ĂƌĞ ŽŶ͕͟ Žƌ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ƚƌŝƉƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ supermarket when they know 

that stock will have been reduced in price. In her interview, the wife of a former dairy manager, Sally 

Charles (40), sƉŽŬĞ ǁŝƚŚ ĐŽŶǀŝĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵƉůĞ͛Ɛ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ůŽĐĂů ďƵƚĐŚĞƌ͕ ǁŚŽ 
rewarded their loyalty by giving them a discount on their monthly order. However, during a shopping 

trip to an extremely large supermarket, her husband, Stuart (42), pouŶĐĞĚ ŽŶ ŵĞĂƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͞ ƌĞĚƵĐƚŝŽŶƐ͟ 
ĐŚŝůůĞƌ͗ ͞LŽŽŬ Ăƚ ƚŚŝƐ͊͟ ŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ ǁŝƚŚ ĞǆĐŝƚĞŵĞŶƚ ĂƐ ŚĞ ƚŽƉƉĞĚ ŚŝƐ ƚƌŽůůĞǇ ƵƉ ǁŝƚŚ ĨƌĞĞ-range chicken and 

rump steaks approaching their use-by dates. Such bargains, he admits, have led to a reduction in what 

the family spend Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ďƵƚĐŚĞƌƐ ďƵƚ͕ ĂƐ ͞ ǁĞ ƐƉĞŶĚ ĨĂƌ ƚŽŽ ŵƵĐŚ ŵŽŶĞǇ ŽŶ ĨŽŽĚ͕͟ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂů 



7 

 

economy and having a more precise knowledge of the provenance of their meat seem like a necessary 

sacrifice.  

Another interviewee, John Elland (41), expressed support for a range of issues in which provenance 

was implicated; food miles and the reduction of carbon emissions were one, supporting local 

businesses another, as was animal welfare. He reported that he and his wife had discovered that free-

range chicken could be sourced at a local butcher more cheaply than at the supermarket. However, 

as at the time of interview they both worked full-time and he was a reluctant shopper, this meant that 

the responsibility fell to his wife who was much less committed to his ethical values. For her, 

convenience (and cost) came before issues of provenance.  

 

Convenience  

As illustrated by Jackson et al. (2006), Short (2006) and Blake et al. (2010), provisioning must fit into 

the obligations and opportunities afforded within everyday routines and practices, meaning that 

ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĞŵĞƌŐĞƐ ĂƐ Ă ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĂŶƚ ŽĨ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ͘ AĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ 
to Blake et al., consumers can frame convenience in a number of ways by: being able to buy everything 

in one place at the same time; being able to park easily; being close to home; being able to call in on 

the way to/from some other place that they need to be (for example, the collection of children); along 

ǁŝƚŚ ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ Ă ďŝŐ ǁĞĞŬůǇ ƐŚŽƉ ĂŶĚ ͞ ƚŽƉ ƵƉ͟ ƐŚŽƉƉŝŶŐ ;BůĂŬĞ Ğt al. 2010: 5). Short (2006), 

ŵĞĂŶǁŚŝůĞ͕ ŶŽƚĞƐ ŚŽǁ ǁĂŶƚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƐƉĞŶĚ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŝŵĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞ ƐŚŽƌƚĐƵƚƐ ŝŶ ǁŚĂƚ 
is bought and consumed. All of these points were raised by our participants.  

In the excerpt below, a traditional gendered divisiŽŶ ŽĨ ůĂďŽƌ ƉƵƚƐ ŵŽƌĞ ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞ ŽŶ Lŝǌ EůůĂŶĚ͛Ɛ ;ϯϳͿ 
ƚŝŵĞ ĂŶĚ ƐŚĞ ŝƐ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶƚ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ ŚƵƐďĂŶĚ͛Ɛ ŝŶũƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŽ ƐŽƵƌĐĞ ŵŽƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĨŽŽĚ Ăƚ ůŽĐĂů ŝŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶƚ 
shops (see John, above):  

I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ͕ ƐƚĂƌƚ ĨƵĐŬŝŶŐ ƚƌĂǁůŝŶŐ Ăůů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞnt, erm, the 

ŐƌŽĐĞƌŝĞƐ͕ ǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌ͕ ǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌ͘ WŚĞƌĞĂƐ ŝĨ I ĐĂŶ ŐŽ ƚŽ TĞƐĐŽ͕ I͛ŵ ƐŽƌƌǇ ĞǀĞƌǇďŽĚǇ͕ 
and erm, go and buy everything, then I do do. I also do use the butchers and we use 

ƚŚĞ ŐƌĞĞŶŐƌŽĐĞƌƐ ĂƐ ǁĞůů͕ ďƵƚ ŝĨ I͛ŵ ĚŽŝŶŐ Ă ďŝŐ ĨŽŽĚ ƐŚŽƉ ƚŚĞŶ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ŐŽŝŶŐ to 

ƚƌĂǁů ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ͙ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ǇŽƵƌ ƐŚŽƉƉŝŶŐ ůŝƐƚ ͙ Iƚ͛Ɛ ĂďŽƵƚ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ĐŽƐƚ͘  

The issue of where and how to shop also manifested itself for mothers with very young children. Here, 

Hannah Faulkner (35) highlights the inconsistencies of her current provisioning practices, which are 

organized around part-time work, childcare and the demands of her daughters, aged 22 months and 

four and a half years. Asked about where she does her shopping while she wrote her shopping list, she 

explained that ethics often have to be sacrificed for convenience:  

I͛ŵ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŝŶĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚ͘ YĞĂŚ͕ I ƚŚŝŶŬ TĞƐĐŽ ŝƐ ƌĞĂůůǇ ďĂĚ͕ ďƵƚ I Ɛƚŝůů ƐŚŽƉ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞŵ 
ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĞĂƐǇ ͙ “ŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ ǁŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƋƵŝĐŬ ĂŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ĞĂƐǇ͘ CŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ 
ĐŽŵĞƐ ĂďŽǀĞ ĞƚŚŝĐƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ŵŽŵĞŶƚ ͙ I ďƵǇ ŽƌŐĂŶŝĐ ŵĞĂƚ͕ ďƵƚ ƐŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ͘ 
When I have the time and I think about it, but sometimes if I go to Tesco Express 

ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ŝƚ͕ ĂŶĚ I ŶĞĞĚ ŝƚ͕ ƚŚĞŶ I ǁŽŶ͛ƚ ŐŽ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ ĞůƐĞ ƚŽ ďƵǇ ŝƚ͘ I ďƵǇ 
ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ͙ YŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ ŚŽǁ ǇŽƵ ǁĞƌĞ ƐĂǇŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ TĞƐĐŽ͛Ɛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ 
ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĞƚŚŽƐ͕ I ďƵǇ Ăůů ƐŽƌƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ Ă ďŝŐ ƐŚŽƉ ĂŶĚ 
ƐĞůůƐ ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ŵĞĂŶƐ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ŐŽ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŽǁŶ͕ ŐĞƚ ƚŽĚĚůĞƌ ŽƵƚ͕ ĨŝŶĚ 
ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŽ ƉĂƌŬ ͙ ĂŶĚ ũƵƐƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ŽĨ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ŽƵt, taking the 

pushchair, getting the timing right and all that stuff. (Field-notes, 02-03-2011)  
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Accompanying Hannah and her younger daughter on a trip to the supermarket, the first author 

observed how plans for a leisurely browse round the aisles, studying the packaging for quality and 

value, had to be abandoned in favor of speed shopping when presented with an irritable and upset 

toddler.  

FŽƌ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͕ ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ ƚŽ ƐƚĂŶĚ ĨŽƌ ͞ůŽĐĂů͕͟ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂů ďĞŝŶŐ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ 
proximity of the retailer. However limited an interpretation of possible concerns for food origins this 

appears in relation to meanings invested in provenance by food studies and food movements, this is 

ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ŽĨ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ ĨŽƌ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞƐĞ͘ Lŝǌ͛Ɛ ĂƉŽůŽŐǇ͗ ͞ I͛ŵ ƐŽƌƌǇ ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ͕͟ ĂŶĚ HĂŶŶĂŚ͛Ɛ͗ 
͞I ƚŚŝŶŬ TĞƐĐŽ͛Ɛ ŝƐ ƌĞĂůůǇ ďĂĚ͕͟ ŝƐ ĂŶ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŐŽŽĚͬďĂĚ ĚƵĂůŝƐŵ ƚŚĂƚ HŝŶƌŝĐŚƐ 
;ϮϬϬϯͿ ƌĞĨĞƌƐ ƚŽ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂůͬŐůŽďĂů͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƌĞŐĂƌĚůĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
pressure to ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ďĂƐŝƐ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ;Žƌ ŽƚŚĞƌƐͿ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ͞ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ͕͟ ŝŶ ĞƚŚŝĐĂů ƚĞƌŵƐ 
(see Barnett et al. 2005 and Lockie 2009), their provisioning practices must fit into the schedules, 

rhythms andͶultimatelyͶfinite time available in each day.  

 

Conflicts and Ambivalences  

Clearly, our data indicate a consciousness of what participants felt they should be doing but, for 

whatever reason, they do not. In the focus group discussions, chicken emerged as a product 

particularly likely to induce ambivalence among participants. Here, Bert (85) highlights that people are 

aware of the conditions in which chickens are kept, but because there is a general concern about 

prices, people prefer not to acknowledge this:  

BƵƚ ǁĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŬŶŽǁ ǁŚĞƌĞ͕ ƚŽĚĂǇ ǇŽƵ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŬŶŽǁ where your chickens have come, 

you do really, but you prefer not to acknowledge it in a lot of cases. Because you 

ŬŶŽǁ͕ ƚŽ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ĐŚŝĐŬĞŶƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝĐĞ ƚŚĞǇ ƉĂǇ͕ ĐŚĂƌŐĞ ƚŽĚĂǇ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ ŐŽƚ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă 
kick-back somewhere along the line.  

Younger men were also prepared to acknowledge the ambivalence with which they viewed the 

production and consumption of chicken. Here, for example, participants in a focus group comprised 

of male house-ƐŚĂƌĞƌƐ ĂĚŵŝƚƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ Ă ͞ŶĂƐƚǇ͟ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ŽŶĞƐĞůĨ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŚĂƚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ƚŚe actions 

of one individual can make:  

JŽŚŶ͗ ͙ ǁĞůů ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŚŽƌƌŝďůĞ͕ ĐƌĂƉ ůŝĨĞ ĂŶǇǁĂǇ͕ ŚŽǁ͛Ɛ ͙ ŵĞ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ Ă ƐƚĂŶĚ 
[laughing]  

AŶĚǇ͗ ͙ EǀĞƌǇďŽĚǇ ĞůƐĞ ŝƐ ŐŽŶŶĂ ďƵǇ ŝƚ ĂŶǇǁĂǇ ƐŽ I ŵŝŐŚƚ ĂƐ ǁĞůů͙  

IŵƉůŝĐŝƚ ŝŶ JŽŚŶ͛Ɛ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŝƐ ĂŶ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ũƵĚŐŵĞŶƚ͕ Ğither of the self, or some assumed judgment 

on the part of others.  

 

Reconciling Tensions between Public Discourses of Concern  

While our participants spoke of what they felt prevented or deterred them from consistently 

consuming with an eye on the various ethical demands of provenance to which they could feel obliged, 

they also revealed a number of ways in which they thought about and managed to negotiate the 

various aspects of caring as called to by different public discourses of responsibility and concern.  

As highlighted by Morgan (2010), for some, there was a tangible awareness of the trade-offs involved 

ŝŶ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͞ƌŝŐŚƚ͟ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͞ǁƌŽŶŐ͟ ŽŶĞ͘ HĞƌĞ͕ ĨĂŝƌ ƚƌĂĚĞ 
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is cited as an example. Dave (35), for example, ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͞ƐƚƌĞƐƐ͟ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ ŝŶ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĚĞĐŝĚĞ 
ǁŚŽͬǁŚĂƚ ƚŽ ͞ƐĂǀĞ͟Ͷthe farmer trying to support his family, but who may be using harmful 

pesticides, or the environment:  

I ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ƐƚƌĞƐƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͙ ǁŚŝĐŚ ďĂŶĂŶĂƐ ĚŽ I͕ I ĐĂŶ ƐĂǀĞ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨĂƌŵĞƌƐ ŝŶ ͙ ǇŽu 

ŬŶŽǁ͕ PƵĞƌƚŽ RŝĐŽ Žƌ ǁŚĞƌĞǀĞƌ͕ Žƌ ͙ BƵƚ ƚŚĞǇ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŚĂǀĞ͕ ǇĞĂŚ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŚĂǀĞ 
sort of pesticides, or I can do this organic stuff, so am I saving the environment or 

Ăŵ I ƐĂǀŝŶŐ ƐŽŵĞ ůŝƚƚůĞ ĨĂƌŵĞƌ ǁŚŽ͛Ɛ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĂĨƚĞƌ ŚŝƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͍  

The question for Dave appears to be as much about doing least harm as it is about doing most good. 

Among other participants, there was cynicism in relation to the exploitation, by multinationals, of 

consumer concerns regarding the origins and processes involved in producing certain foods, leading 

them to point toward a limit of trust in the claims made by retailers. In one focus group involving 

ĐŽŚĂďŝƚŝŶŐ ĐŽƵƉůĞƐ͕ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ĂƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ƌĂŝƐĞĚ ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚŝŶŐ ͞ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ͟ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ ŽĨ 
carbon emissions and food miles:  

RŽď͗ ͙  I ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĞ ŵĂŝŶ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ ƐŽ ŵĂŶǇ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚŝŶŐ ŵĞƐƐĂŐĞƐ͕ ͞ ǇŽƵ 
ƐŚŽƵůĚ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ǇŽƵ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ĚŽ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ǇŽƵ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƐƉĞŶĚ ůŽĐĂůůǇ͘͟  

Lŝǌ͗ YŽƵ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĂƚ ĂŶŶŽǇƐ ŵĞ͕ I ŚĂƚĞ ƚŚŝƐ ͞ǇŽƵ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ǇŽƵ ƐŚŽƵůĚ͕͟ ƐŽƌƌǇ͘  

RŽď͗ PĞŽƉůĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ Ăůů know [about] the environment, and even if they 

ĚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ͕ ĚŽ ƚŚĞǇ ƚƌƵƐƚ ŝƚ͍ ͙ WŚĞƌĞ ĚŽ ƚŚĞǇ ŐĞƚ ŝƚ ĨƌŽŵ͕ ĚŽ ƚŚĞǇ ƌĞĂĚ 
it on the internet, or do they read it in a scientific journal?  

JŽŚŶ͗ WŚĂƚ ǇŽƵ͛ǀĞ ũƵƐƚ ƐĂŝĚ ŝƐ ĞǆĂĐƚůǇ ǁŚǇ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŐĞƚ ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞĚ͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ůŝŬĞ ͙ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ 
ƚŽůĚ ƚŚĂƚ ĨŽŽĚ ŚĂƐ Ă ďŝŐ ĐĂƌďŽŶ ĨŽŽƚƉƌŝŶƚ ŝĨ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƐŚŝƉƉĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐŝĚĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
ǁŽƌůĚ͘ “Ž ǇŽƵ ƚŚŝŶŬ͕ ͞ĂůƌŝŐŚƚ I͛ůů ďƵǇ ƐƚƵĨĨ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ŐƌŽǁŶ ůŽĐĂůůǇ͕͟ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ 
ƌĞƉŽƌƚ ĐŽŵĞƐ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƐĂǇƐ͕ ͞ǁĞůů ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ͕͟ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͕ ͞ƐŽŵĞ ƐƚƵĨĨ ŝƐŶ͛ƚ ďĞƚƚĞƌ 
ůŽĐĂůůǇ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ŝĨ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƐŚŝƉƉĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐŝĚĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͟ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ůŝŬĞ͕ 
ǁĞůů͕ ǁŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƌŝŐŚƚ͍  

Clearly, it is both confusing messages and a perceived lack of faith in the reliability of information that 

opens up room for the negotiation of ambivalences.  

A very small minority had the time and financial resources, and the inclination, to juggle a number of 

concerns in which provenance was implicated. In many circumstances, however, participants of all 

ages and social backgrounds reported making gestures toward tokenistic doing-the-right-thing 

;BĂƌŶĞƚƚ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ϮϬϬϱ͗ ϯϳͿ͘ FŽƌ ƐŽŵĞ͕ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ Ă ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ďĂůĂŶĐĞ͗ ͞I ŵĂŬĞ ƐŽŵĞ ĐŽŵƉƌŽŵŝƐĞƐ͕͟ ƐĂŝĚ 
Anne Elland (63), unsolicited, as she selected a box of Fair Trade tea while on an accompanied 

ƐŚŽƉƉŝŶŐ ƚƌŝƉ͘ WŚĞŶ ƉƌŽďĞĚ ĂďŽƵƚ ǁŚĂƚ ƐŚĞ ŵĞĂŶƚ ďǇ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ƐŚĞ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ͗ ͞BĞĐĂƵƐĞ I ĂůƐŽ ďƵǇ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ 
ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞŶ͛ƚ FĂŝƌ TƌĂĚĞ͘͟  

Among a number of participants, of all ages, there is an acknowledgment of the desirability of feeling 

͞ŵŽƌĂůůǇ OK͘͟ BƵƚ ǁŚĂƚ Ɖractices enable participants to achieve this, and are they exercised on an 

everyday basis or in relation to specific commodities, on particular occasions, or for different 

individuals? Not surprisingly, chicken production featured as a common concern as most people 

consumed either eggs or chicken meat products. While participants acknowledged discomfort at the 

processes involved in the production of battery farmed eggs, cost meant that their concerns were less 

likely to prompt a shift toward the consumption of free-range chicken. Chris (28), for example, 

acknowledged the hypocrisy in always buying free-ƌĂŶŐĞ ĞŐŐƐ͕ ǁŚŝůĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ͞ŶŽ 
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ƋƵĂůŵƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ďƵǇŝŶŐ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĐŚĞĂƉ ĐŚŝĐŬĞŶ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ŽďǀŝŽƵƐůǇ ŚĂĚ Ă ƌĞĂůůǇ ƐŚŝƚ ůŝĨĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ 
chicken might ďĞ ƚŽŽ ĞǆƉĞŶƐŝǀĞ͘͟ AŶĚ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ǁĞƌĞ ŝŶ Ă ďĞƚƚĞƌ ĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂů ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ 
other constraints which required compromises in practice. For example, prior to the birth of her 

children, Hannah Faulkner used to be a vegetarian. However, as a working mother she has made the 

decision to sacrifice her abstinence from meat as she does not have the time to prepare separate 

meals for herself, in addition to non-vegetarian meals for her husband, and the simple dishes that will 

satisfy the requirements of ƚǁŽ ƐŵĂůů ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͘ EĐŚŽŝŶŐ MŝůůĞƌ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϵϴͿ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĚĞŐƌĞĞƐ 
of sacrifice performed by women who provision on behalf of their families, during the ethnography 

Hannah reported that the reintroduction of chicken into her diet had been undertaken on the 

ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ŽƌŐĂŶŝĐ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽƌŐĂŶŝĐ ĐŚŝĐŬĞŶ ŝƐ ͞ƌĞĂůůǇ ĞǆƉĞŶƐŝǀĞ͕͟ ƐŚĞ ďƵǇƐ ƚŚĞ 
ƐŵĂůůĞƐƚ ƉĂĐŬĞƚ ĂŶĚ ďƵůŬƐ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ŵĞĂů ǁŝƚŚ ǀĞŐĞƚĂďůĞƐ͕ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶŝŶŐ͗ ͞ I ǁŽƵůĚ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ 
ĂŶĚ ĨĞĞů ŶŝĐĞƌ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ͘͟ TŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĐŽŵƉƌŽŵises in practice, she is enabled to negotiate a path via 

which she can feel confident about demonstrating care through the feeding of her family, but also 

comfortable with her own ethical values within the limits of the time and money she has available.  

Individuals are involved in performances of care in different circumstances and in relation to different 

͞ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͕͟ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƚŝŵĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ ǁŚĞƌĞŝŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞƐ ŚĂǀĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ 
significance. For example, while many participants might be happy to routinely source their meat from 

the supermarket, it was also acknowledged that there were occasions when something more might 

ďĞ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŐĞŶĞƌŽƐŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂůŝƚǇ͘ TŚĞƐĞ ͞ĞǆĐĞƉƚŝŽŶĂů͟ ŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶƐ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ 
entertaining particular friends or, as mentioned above, the expensive turkey breast purchased for a 

CŚƌŝƐƚŵĂƐ ůƵŶĐŚ͘ TŚĞ ĂďŽǀĞ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ 
provenance are not situated only amidst the sometimes conflicting demands of public discourses of 

responsibility and concern. Rather, they are also contingent upon the wider context in which the ethics 

of care are situated and performed in relation to oneself and particularly in relation to close others, 

including family and friends. This becomes clearer still when we consider the ambivalent role that 

consumer imaginaries can play in how they relate to products and matters of their provenance.  

 

Consumer Imaginaries  

In performing care, either for themselves or for others, it is clear that various consumer imaginaries 

were mobilized in justifying particular provisioning decisions, and these were often premised in 

concerns about provenance in the conventional sense: point of origin. For example, on an 

accompanied shopping trip, KatĞ FĂƵůŬŶĞƌ ;ϲϯͿ ƐƉŽŬĞ ŽĨ ŚŽǁ ƐŚĞ ͞ĂůǁĂǇƐ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ 
ƐůĂƉĚĂƐŚ ŵĞƚŚŽĚƐ͟ ŽĨ ƐŚƌŝŵƉ ĨĂƌŵĞƌƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ FĂƌ EĂƐƚ͕ ŚĞŶĐĞ ŚĞƌ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ĨŽƌ NŽƌƚŚ AƚůĂŶƚŝĐ ƉƌĂǁŶƐ͘ 
LŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕ Lŝǌ BƵƚůĞƌ ;ϱϱͿ ͞ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ͟ ƚŚĞ ĐŚŝĐŬĞŶƐ ƐŚĞ ďŽƵŐŚƚ ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ĨƌŽŵ ŚĞƌ ůŽĐĂů ĨĂƌŵ ƐŚŽƉ were grown 

there. She explained that it was only when it occurred to her that she had never heard a chicken while 

Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐŝƚĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŚĞ ƋƵĞƌŝĞĚ ŝƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƐƚĂĨĨ͘ OŶ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĞƌĞ ͞ďŽƵŐŚƚ ŝŶ͕͟ ƐŚĞ ƐŚŝĨƚĞĚ ŚĞƌ 
practice and started to buy her chicken from a source in which she could feel more confident regarding 

provenance. The issue of scale in relation to geographies of the local were expressed in a range of 

ways beyond imagined production practices, safety, trust and environmental concerns. Some 

participants expressed a sense of responsibility and loyalty toward local businesses threatened by 

large supermarket chains which have shareholders to please. Here, the comments of John Elland (41) 

ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞ EǀĞƌƚƐ ĂŶĚ JĂĐŬƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϵͿ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶŝng the sociality of shopping and continuing 

importance of face-to-face interactions afforded by smaller, independent shops:  

I ƚŚŝŶŬ ͙ ǇŽƵ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ǇŽƵƌ ůŽĐĂů ƐŚŽƉƐ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵƌ ůŽĐĂů ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ 
ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ŐŽŶŶĂ ĞŶĚ ƵƉ ǁŝƚŚ ŶŽ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͕ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ũƵƐƚ ŐŽŶŶĂ ĞŶĚ ƵƉ 
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ǁŚĞƌĞ ǇŽƵ͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ĨŝǀĞ ƐƵƉĞƌŵĂƌŬĞƚƐ ƚŽ ďƵǇ ĨƌŽŵ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƉƌĞƚƚǇ ŵƵĐŚ ŝƚ͕ ĂŶĚ 
ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ƐĂĚ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͘ WĞ ŶĞĞĚ͕ ǁĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƌƵŶŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂů ƐŚŽƉ ƌŽƵŶĚ 
the corner as well.  

Additionally, however, these comments also point toward the expression of the kind of defensive 

ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŽĨ ůŽĐĂůŝƐŵ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ďǇ WŝŶƚĞƌ ;ϮϬϬϯͿ͘ JŽŚŶ͛Ɛ ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶƐ ĂƌĞ ďĂĐŬĞĚ ƵƉ ďǇ ŚŝƐ ĨƌŝĞŶĚ͕ ‘Žď ;ϯϬͿ͕ 
ǁŚŽ ĞĐŚŽĞƐ “ĞǇĨĂŶŐ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϳͿ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ ŵĂǇ ĂůƐŽ ďĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ŬĞĞƉŝŶŐ ŵŽŶĞǇ ŝŶ 
the local economy:  

͙ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ Ă strong ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ ďƵǇŝŶŐ ůŽĐĂů ͙ ŝĨ ǁĞ Ăůů ďŽƵŐŚƚ ůŽĐĂů ǁĞ 
ƉƌŽďĂďůǇ ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ŚĂĚ ƚŚĞ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ĚŽǁŶƚƵƌŶ ǁĞ͛ǀĞ ũƵƐƚ ŚĂĚ͘ Eƌŵ ͙ ŝĨ ǇŽƵ 
ƐƉĞŶƚ Ă ƉŽƵŶĚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ TĞƐĐŽ͛Ɛ ĚŽǁŶ ƚŚĞ ƌŽĂĚ͕ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ůŝŬĞ Ϯϲ ƉĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĂƚ pound 

ǁĂƐ ƐƉĞŶƚ ŝŶ “ŚĞĨĨŝĞůĚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƚ ǁŽƵůĚ ŐŽ ƚŽ TĞƐĐŽ͛Ɛ ŚĞĂĚ ŽĨĨŝĐĞ͘ IĨ ǇŽƵ ƐƉĞŶƚ Ă ƉŽƵŶĚ 
in the butchers up the road, 74 pence will stay in Sheffield, and therefore your local 

economy grows, and builds a resilience to external effects.  

But the imagined geographies of the local are problematized when we consider the observations of 

Mary Green (67), who originates from Ireland. In the excerpt below, we observe how localized loyalties 

can become more complicated when an individual finds themselves geographically displaced from 

where they were born or grew up:  

WŚŝůĞ ǁĂůŬŝŶŐ ƉĂƐƚ ƚŚĞ ĚĂŝƌǇ ĂŝƐůĞ͕ MĂƌǇ ƐƉŽŶƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ ƐĂŝĚ͗ ͞I ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ WĞǆĨŽƌĚ 
cheddar because I like the taste of it, but also there is that thing that it comes from 

Wexford, from where I come from͘͟ “ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕ ƐŚĞ ŚĂƐ Ă ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ĨŽƌ IƌŝƐŚ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ 
ƚŚĂŶ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ďĞĞĨ͗ ͞I ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŶŝĐĞƌ͕ I ƐĞĞŵ ƚŽ ĚŽ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ ŝƚ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ 
ƐĞĞŵ ƚŽ ͙ ŝƚ͛Ɛ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƚĞŶĚĞƌ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞĂƐ I͛ǀĞ ŚĂĚ ďĂĚ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ 
ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͘͟ “ŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ͕ ͞I ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ͛Ɛ a cultural thing and supporting where you come 

ĨƌŽŵ͘͟ ;FŝĞůĚ-notes 04-03-2011)  

Likewise, accompanying Nazra Habib (55) on a visit to her local South Asian continental shop revealed 

further conflicts. Nazra and the first author came upon two Bangladeshi men selling fresh produce out 

of the back of a van. This particular van and its owners were unfamiliar to Nazra, but she explained 

ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ĂŶ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ͞ŵŽďŝůĞ ƐŚŽƉƐ͟ ƐĞƌǀŝĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌƌĂĐĞĚ ƐƚƌĞĞƚƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ 
home to a large South Asian population. When probed, the men revealed that they bought most of 

their stock from the wholesale markets at Bradford and Birmingham, so it is possible that they 

themselves came from outside the area. Nazra bought some things from them which were much 

cheaper than at her regular shop, but she explained that she must buy things from the shop as well, 

Žƌ ƚŚĞ ŽǁŶĞƌƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ͞ƵƉƐĞƚ͘͟ TŚƵƐ͕ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŝĚĞƌ ƐĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ůĂƌŐĞůǇ ďĞƚƚĞƌ-quality produce 

at cheaper prices from the van, there remains a consciousness of community-based loyalty. These 

ethnographic encounters with participants as they negotiate the private space of home and the public 

ƐƉĂĐĞƐ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶŝŶŐ ƚĂŬĞ ƉůĂĐĞ ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞ ǁŚĂƚ BĂƌŶĞƚƚ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͞ŵŝĐƌŽ-

performances of ethical consumption in the most intimate contexts of inter-ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ͟ 
(Barnett et al. 2005: 37).  

Within the dynamics of provisioning, there was evidence of a range of contingencies and 

contradictions, demonstrating that concerns are always practiced situationally. For example, Gina 

;ϮϳͿ͕ ǁŚŽ ŝƐ ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚĞĚ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂůůǇ ďǇ ĐŽƐƚ͕ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĐĂƌĞ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ ŚĞĂůƚŚͶas opposed to 

concerns about animal welfareͶexplained how she would pay extra for mid-range chicken which she 

believes to be of better qualiƚǇ͕ ďƵƚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ ďƵǇƐ ͞ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ͟ ĞŐŐƐ͘ “ŚĞ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝǌĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ 
ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă ĨĂůƐĞ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƉŽŝŶƚůĞƐƐ ŵĞ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ƉĂŝĚ Ă ĨŝǀĞƌ ĨŽƌ ĨŽƵƌ ďŝƚƐ ŽĨ ĐŚŝĐŬĞŶ 
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ǁŚĞŶ I ĐŽƵůĚ͛ǀĞ ƉĂŝĚ Ă ĨŝǀĞƌ ĂŶĚ ŐŽƚ ƚĞŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŽŶĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ ƉƵŵƉĞĚ ĨƵůů ŽĨ ǁĂƚĞƌ, and I think it ends 

ƵƉ ŽƵƚǁĞŝŐŚŝŶŐ ͙  BƵƚ ŝŶ ŵǇ ŚĞĂĚ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ĂůƌŝŐŚƚ͘͟ TŚĞƐĞ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐ ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŝŶƚ͕ ŵĂĚĞ ďǇ BĂƌŶĞƚƚ 
Ğƚ Ăů͘ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ƌŽƵƚŝŶĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŽƌĚŝŶĂƌŝůǇ ĞƚŚŝĐĂů͘͟ DĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ ͞ĞƚŚŝĐĂů͟ ĂƐ 
ƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐ ƚŽ ͞ƚŚĞ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŶŐ ůŝĨĞ ďǇ ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŶŐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂů ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ĐŽŶĚƵĐƚ͕͟ 
ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ƚŚĞ ǀĞƌǇ ďĂƐŝĐƐ ŽĨ ƌŽƵƚŝŶĞ ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶͶa concern for money, quality and 

so onͶĐĂŶ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ƚŽ ƉƌĞƐƵƉƉŽƐĞ Ă ƐĞƚ ŽĨ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ůĞĂƌŶĞĚ ĞƚŚŝĐĂů ĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐŝĞƐ͟ ;BĂƌŶett et al. 2005: 

28). When performed on behalf of others, in particular the family, these competenciesͶas evidenced 

in the work of Miller (1998, 2001)Ͷare often guided by moral sentiments in which altruistic concerns 

about the environment, distant strangers or non-humans come second to the health and well-being 

ŽĨ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ;JĂĐŬƐŽŶ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ϮϬϬϵ͗ ϮϬͿ͘ HĞƌĞ͕ ǁĞ ĂƌĞ ƌĞŵŝŶĚĞĚ ŽĨ MĂƐƐĞǇ͛Ɛ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ 
ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͞ŚĞŐĞŵŽŶŝĐ ŐĞŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ ŽĨ ĐĂƌĞ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚĂŬĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ Ă ŶĞƐƚĞĚ ƐĞƚ 
ŽĨ ‘ƵƐƐŝĂŶ ĚŽůůƐ͘ FŝƌƐƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ͞ŚŽŵĞ͕͟ ƚŚĞŶ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ůŽĐĂůŝƚǇ͕ ƚŚĞŶ ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ƐŽ ŽŶ͟ ;MĂƐƐĞǇ ϮϬϬϰ͗ ϴʹ
ϵͿ͘ A ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚǇ ŽĨ ͞ĐĂƌŝŶŐ͟ ŝƐ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ƐĞĞŶ ƚŽ ĞǆŝƐƚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶŝŶŐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͘  

But the contradictions between an awareness of the prevalent discourse of ethical consumption and 

the absence of consistently ethical shopping practices (Jackson et al. 2009: 20) could not always be 

ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ ĂǁĂǇ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ͞ŵŽƌĂůŝƚǇ͟ ĂŶĚ ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĐĂƌŝŶŐ͘ IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ƐŽŵĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ƐƉŽŬĞ ǁŝƚŚ 
candor about the range of practices they engaged in, provenance sometimes mattering, and 

sometimes not. Here, for example, we have Rob (30) who, in some respects, fits the profile of the 

͞ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ŽŵŶŝǀŽƌĞ͟ ĂƐ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ ďǇ WĂƌĚĞ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ;ϮϬϬϳͿ͘ HŝƐ ĞŶũŽǇŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ŚŝŐŚ-quality, high-status 

food is counterbalanced with more mundane acts of everyday provisioning and eating which include 

economy brands and fast food:  

YĞĂŚ͕ I͛ůů ĂĚŵŝƚ͕ I ǁŽŶ͛ƚ ŬĞĞƉ Ă ƐĞĐƌĞƚ͕ I ǁŝůů ĚƌŝǀĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĨĂƌŵ ĂŶĚ ďƵǇ Ă ƉŝĞĐĞ ŽĨ 
award-winning meat, thaƚ͛Ɛ ůŽǀĞůǇ ďŽƌŶ ĂŶĚ ďƌĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͕ ƐĞƌǀĞĚ ŝŶ Ă 
MŝĐŚĞůŝŶ ƐƚĂƌƌĞĚ ƌĞƐƚĂƵƌĂŶƚ͕ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ I͛ůů ďƵǇ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ ƐƚƵĨĨ ĨƌŽŵ AƐĚĂ ĂŶĚ 
I͛ůů ĚŽ MĐDŽŶĂůĚ͛Ɛ ĂŶĚ KFC ͛ĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ Ăůů ĂďŽƵƚ ďĂůĂŶĐĞ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ͘  

Likewise, while John Elland expressed concern about food miles and carbon emissions, when probedͶ
during a shopping go-alongͶĂƐ ƚŽ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ JŽŚŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ĞǆƚĞŶĚĞĚ ƚŽ ĂůĐŽŚŽů͕ ŚŝƐ ǁŝĨĞ͕ Lŝǌ͕ 
ĂƐƐĞƌƚĞĚ͗ ͞JŽŚŶ͛ůů ƚĂŬĞ ŽŶ ďŽĂƌĚ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƚ ƐƵŝƚƐ Śŝŵ͕ ďƵƚ ŶŽƚ ǁŚĞŶ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞĂƐ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƚĞŶĚ ƚŽ ďĞ 
Ă ŚǇƉŽĐƌŝƚĞ͘ WŚĞƌĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĨƌŽŵ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ďŽƚŚĞƌ ŵĞ͕ ĞǀĞƌ͘͟ CůĞĂƌůǇ͕ ĨŽƌ JŽŚŶ͕ ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ ŵĂƚƚĞƌƐ ŽŶůǇ 
some of the time.  

IŶ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ ŝŶĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶĐŝĞƐ ŝŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ͛ ŝŶĐŽƌƉŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ǀĂůƵĞƐ Žƌ ŬŶŽǁůĞdge 

into their everyday practices, the work of Jean-Claude Kaufmann (2010) is useful. Speaking of how 

͞ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐ͟ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ĚŝĞƚ ĂŶĚ ŶƵƚƌŝƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ͕ ŚĞ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞƐ͗   

Ideas come from the outside and are stored in a separate mental stratum that may 

be either active or dormant and which is divorced from our actual practices. They 

have no immediate effect on the underlying mechanisms that govern our practices 

and reshape the things that make individuals what they are day by day. The 

personality splits into two: a concrete, active being on the one hand, and a sort of 

parallel cognition that takes the form of an ethical consciousness on the other. 

(Kaufmann 2010: 23)  

Thus, we see that while we might understand, cognitively, the differeŶĐĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͞ŐŽŽĚ͟ ĂŶĚ ͞ďĂĚ͟ 
products and the ethical implications, or impact on our health, this is often overriddenͶas we have 

illustratedͶby other factors such as habit, routines, taste and personal preferences which may differ 

from one week to the next.  
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Conclusion  

In moving the focus away from point of origin, supply chains and alternative spaces of exchange, this 

discussion examines provenance from the ground up, making the contingent nature of consumer 

practices the lens through which provenance is explored. What results is a broader understanding of 

what provenance comes to stand for consumers, amidst a broader shift in emphasis away from 

notions of ethical consumption in which particular ethical positions, such as in relation to fair trade or 

to local production, can be abstracted as in academic and public discourse. That shift moves instead 

towards an acknowledgment of consumer ethics; forms of practice which while ethically significant, 

are often complex and in tension, and embedded in the exigencies of everyday life. Our data suggest 

that concerns about provenance are embedded in the wider ethics of food production, distribution 

and consumption and enable participants to engage in diverse performances of care on a range of 

scales, from caring for local or distant farmers, future generations or non-humans; but, as our data 

ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞ͕ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ͞ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞĚ͟ ĂƐ ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ Žƌ ĐǇŶŝĐĂůůǇ ͞ĚĞƉůŽǇĞĚ͟ ũƵƐƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ 
particular choices. They simply form the basis of everyday choices which are contingent upon 

circumstances and opportunities, routines and personal preferences. Indeed, for most of our 

participants, everyday decision-making regarding food purchase and consumption takes place within 

a loose ordering of priority, in which global concerns are subsumed under, and appropriated to, a 

more immediate concern to demonstrate love and care for those closest to us. Seen in this light, 

whether in the shop, or at the table, or through performing intimate acts of caring for the tastes and 

preferences of oneself or a loved one, provenance does matter; at least some of the time. However, 

performances of care are profoundly situated, with the tensions and ambivalences between different 

and often competing concerns leaving ample space for consumers to negotiate them into everyday 

practice. In the ways in which our participants talk about and do show concern about provenance, it 

is clear that such concerns are subordinated to the ethical imperative to do feeding and eating 

͞ƉƌŽƉĞƌůǇ͕͟ ĂŶĚ ĨŽŽĚ Ɖƌovenance is also enrolled to this primary ethical imperative. Nonetheless, in 

responding to the calls of those scholars who have suggested that more nuanced understandings of 

the intricacies of provenance issues can be furnished only by including the standpoint of the consumer, 

what we see is the complexity of provisioning in practice. Showing the limits of conventional 

approaches to influencing consumer choice towards more ethical consumption, it is clear that the 

ethical imperative to do good, or at least less harm, must be weighed up and accomplishedͶas 

Jackson et al. (2009) and Blake et al. (2010) previously illustratedͶin the context of the opportunities, 

obligations and constraints of everyday life.  

 

Acknowledgments  

The research discussed in this article is from a project that is part of an international program of 

ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ŽŶ ͞CŽŶƐƵŵĞƌ CƵůƚƵƌĞ ŝŶ ĂŶ AŐĞ ŽĨ AŶǆŝĞƚǇ͟ ;CONANXͿ ĨƵŶĚĞĚ ďǇ ĂŶ AĚǀĂŶĐĞĚ IŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŽƌ 
Grant awarded to Peter Jackson by the European Research Council (2009-2012). We are very grateful 

to the participants in this research who have opened up their homes and their provisioning routines 

to our research, and to participants in a session of the Annual Meeting of the Association of American 

Geographers 2011 who responded to an earlier version of this paper. Thanks also to the anonymous 

reviewers for their  helpful comments on an earlier draft.  

Angela Meah. University of Sheffield, UK (a.meah@sheffield.ac.uk)  

Matt Watson. University of Sheffield, UK. (m.watson@sheffield.ac.uk)  

 

mailto:a.meah@sheffield.ac.uk
mailto:m.watson@sheffield.ac.uk


14 

 

Notes  

1 See for example Hinrichs (2003) on issues of scale and Selfa and Qazi (2005) on the different 

ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ͞ůŽĐĂůŝƚǇ͟ ƚŽ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͘  

2 Thirty-seven participants contributed to the seven focus groups, including thirteen men. In addition 

to a mixed pilot group, one group was with young male house-sharers aged 23ʹ30; another with older 

people aged 63ʹ89 living in a former mining village; one was comprised of Indian and Somali women 

with school-aged children; one of low-income mothers aged 27ʹ38; one with married or cohabiting 

couples aged 29ʹ41; one with people aged 39ʹ 79 living in rural Derbyshire.   

3 Selected images from the go-ĂůŽŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ŬŝƚĐŚĞŶ ƚŽƵƌƐ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĂĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ ǀŝĂ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͛Ɛ ŽŶůŝŶĞ ƉŚŽƚŽ 
gallery: http://www.flickr.com/photos/52548860@N08/sets/.  
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